A population is a complete set of people with specified characteristics, while a sample is a subset of the population. 1 In general, most people think of the defining characteristic of a population in terms of geographic location. However, in research, other characteristics will define a population. Additional defining characteristics may be clinical, demographic, and temporal. For example, Caucasian females with a estimated glomerulofiltration rate (GFR) of 20 or less who are listed on the deceased donor transplant list in the United States from January 1, 2018, through June 30, 2019, is a population. While this may be a population, it is even more specific; it is the target population. The aim of the research is to generalize the findings to the target population via your sample.
In research, there are 2 kinds of populations: the target population and the accessible population. The accessible population is exactly what it sounds like, the subset of the target population that we can easily get our hands on to conduct our research. While our target population may be Caucasian females with a GFR of 20 or less who are listed on the deceased US donor transplant list from January 1, 2018, through June 30, 2019, our accessible population is more likely to be more localized, say Caucasian females with a GFR of 20 or less who are listed on the deceased donor transplant list at Grey Sloan Memorial Hospital from January 1, 2018, through June 30, 2019.
In clinical research, it is often not feasible to recruit or assess the entire target population, so we instead work with our accessible population. And even then, it may not be feasible to recruit or assess the entire accessible population. Instead, we will recruit (or sample) the accessible population, all with the goal of generalizing our findings to our target population. 2 And how closely our sample matches our accessible population impacts how closely our results are generalizable to our target population. Remember, our target population was Caucasian females on the deceased donor transplant list in the United States with the specified GFR during the specified period, while our accessible population was Caucasian females on the deceased donor transplant list at Grey Sloan Memorial Hospital with the specified GFR during the specified period. If we have a good sample from our accessible population, we can be fairly confident that our generalizability will be good to US Caucasian females. We will be less secure in our generalizability to rural Caucasian females in the South, homeless Caucasian females, Caucasian females in other countries, Caucasian females on the deceased donor list in 2020-2021, females (in general) in other areas, and so on. 1 While the findings may be interesting, it is only interesting in terms of being a guide to further research. 3 And that is the big deal about populations in research. If our target population is not adequately described, readers/clinicians really have no frame of reference to evaluate the generalizability of our study. Not only do we as researchers need to sufficiently understand our target population, we need, and are expected, to clearly and succinctly define it when drafting manuscripts describing our research. A proper definition or specification of our target population is critical since it guides readers in accessing the credibility of our accessible population/sample, our sampling techniques, and ultimately the outcomes of our research. 4 As an author and as a reviewer, it has been my experience that we do an excellent job, in general, of describing our samples; I do not remember the last time I reviewed a manuscript that did not have a Table 1 that adequately described the sample. And, more often than not, the accessible population is described or at worst at least referenced. But it is very common as a reviewer to find manuscripts that fail to address or even mention the target population. And that omission will, more often than not, be a fatal flaw in the manuscript submission; reviewers want to know the target population so we can evaluate the credibility of your research. Remember to not only describe your sample, also describe your accessible population and please describe your target population, the population to which you want to generalize your research findings! Leroy R. Thacker II, PhD Associate Professor, Department of Biostatistics, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond VA, USA
